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‘Robes and Furr’d Gowns Hide All’:
Edgar’s Role(s) in King Lear

Annette Lucksinger
St. Edward’s University
Despite his centrality in the play, Edgar’s role in King Lear has rarely attracted

sustained analysis. To be sure, scholarly neglect doubtless results from Edgar’s
own elusiveness, from the disguises that grant him access to the major characters
in the play, disguises that encourage others to read in him what they wish to see.
Analyzing what other characters see or fail to see in Edgar’s disguises offers
important light on his character and his role in the play. A Lacanian analysis of
Lear’s reading of Edgar’s role as Poor Tom shows that Lear’s effort to establish
(or to re-establish) his own lost identify ends in total failure. Despite his better
judgment, Gloucester, similarly, succumbs to Edgar’s deceptive illusions as he
seeks an escape from a world of terrible disorder. Edmund and arguably Albany,
too, are taken in by Edgar in his two concluding roles as messenger-champion
and potential king, seeing in him a worthy challenger and leader. But the hope
that each character finds in him ultimately fails to materialize. In this paper, I
examine how the essential fecklessness of Edgar’s character throughout can profoundly deepen our experience of the tragedy and shed further light on the sense
of disillusionment in the end.

King Lear posits the question, “Does any here know me? . . . .

Who is it that can tell me who I am?” (1.4.226-230).1 These same
lines might be fittingly asked of Edgar whose character poses intriguing questions of identity, desire and the ultimate function of illusion in the play. Although he initially manipulates his appearance
as a means of hiding, his disguises as madman, guide, fisherman,
messenger, and champion make him increasingly entangled in the
lives of the major male characters and in the fate of the kingdom.
His power of illusion gradually comes to surpass the confines of his
disguise as a means of concealment, expanding from a desire for
self-preservation to an attempt to preserve his family and ultimately,
1 Unless noted otherwise, all textual references to Shakespeare’s King Lear are from
The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. G. Blakemore Evans (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1974),
1249-1305.
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the state. Disguised as a bedlam beggar, Edgar encounters the king
who looks to him to help piece together his identity, which lies as
divided and in such a state of disarray as his kingdom. He then
transforms from Poor Tom to a guide who tries to direct Gloucester
away from a path leading towards suicide. Edgar’s disguises seem
to inspire in both Lear and Gloucester a trace of hope that he will
rescue them from their despair. But it is a trace that lasts only as
long as each part he plays. Even in his role as Edmund’s challenger,
while Edgar vanquishes the enemy his guise distracts from saving
the king and his youngest daughter. And yet Albany continues this
cycle of hope, finding in him a man fit to be king.
A study of these characters’ responses to Edgar tells us more
about each of them, but it also reveals much about Edgar and the
ways that he participates in and compounds the tragedy. As I see
it, with each disguise, he heightens the tragic element of the play,
stringing behind him a trail of thwarted hopes; and by play’s end,
we are forced to conclude that King Lear ends in the bleakest darkness, the kingdom still divided, and should Edgar accept the crown,
ultimately leaderless. Shakespeare leaves us with a potential king
whose reliance on illusion renders him unlikely to make the successful leader needed to restore order to the world of chaos left in Lear’s
wake. To believe otherwise, is to be deceived.
Edgar is a slippery character to study. Between the time he
is introduced on stage and his flight to “escap[e] the hunt” (2.3.3),
he has spoken only thirteen lines. Prior to his appearance we know
that he is the legitimate son of Gloucester, and we suspect from the
Earl’s surprised reaction to Edmund’s letter that he is a character
whose “matter” is typically “good.” Yet our judgment is quickly
put to question as Gloucester’s opinion changes and the son that he
has mentioned with pride becomes an “Abhorred villain! Unnatural, detested, brutish villain! Worse than brutish! . . . Abominable
villain!” (1.2.75-78). At this point Edgar has not appeared to either
confirm or abolish our suspicions. So we must construct him from
the words of others, in particular a conspiring brother and a credu-
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lous father. Yet their depictions of him are inconsistent, leaving one
to question his character. When Edgar finally steps onstage, he fails
to resolve the contradictory accounts concerning his identity. His
brief conversation with Edmund puts him in a frantic scramble to
escape recognition to save his life. From the moment he retreats
to “escap[e] the hunt,” he prompts the audience to search for him
as well, and for the remainder of the play he requires that we piece
together his character from beneath the cloaks of disguise.
It is interesting to note that scholarly reactions to Edgar’s
illusive nature have been as wide-ranging as the responses of the
characters with whom he comes into contact.2 Pointing out that he
once merited a place in the title of the 1608 Quarto: “M. William
Shak-speare: His True Chronicle Historie of the life and death of
King LEAR and his three Daughters. With the unfortunate life of
EDGAR, sonne and heire to the Earle of Gloster, and his sullen and
assumed humor of TOM of Bedlam,” William C. Carroll sees him as
a significant character.3 Russell A. Peck pronounces him “the more
important figure in the subplot, perhaps even the second most central figure in the play,” and Harley Granville-Barker describes him
“as true a gentleman as the play gives us . . . he is kept himself and
no mere moraliser to the last.”4 Too, Christ-like interpretations of
Edgar as Poor Tom have depicted him as one who suffers selflessly
for the faults of others.5
Quite to the contrary, S. L. Goldberg sees Edgar as “the most
lethal character in the play” and points to the murder of Oswald, the
killing of Gloucester and the slaying of Edmund as acts of brutality,
2 Here I ought to acknowledge William C. Carroll whose article, “‘The Base Shall Top
Th’Legitimate’: The Bedlam Beggar and the Role of Edgar in King Lear,” provides an invaluable review of scholarly perspectives regarding Edgar. In Shakespeare’s Middle Tragedies: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. David Young (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1993).
3 Carroll., 222.
4 “Edgar’s Pilgrimage: High Comedy in King Lear,” Studies in English Literature 7
(1967): 219; “King Lear: The Characters and Their Interplay” in Prefaces to Shakespeare
(London: Sidgwick & Jackson, Ltd., 1940), 213.
5 William Shakespeare, King Lear, directed by Jonathan Miller, BBC production, 1982.

Quidditas 33 (2012) 155

not typically assigned a “good” character.6 Others debate whether
Edgar can legitimately be considered a character at all. Regarding him merely as a string of disguises, a “dramatic function,” Leo
Kirschbaum argues, “to make a psychological unity of these various
roles is, I think, a misguided endeavor . . . . his various roles do not
tell us more about Edgar. They tell us more about the play in which
he is a character.”7 Yet I would argue the strikingly divergent interpretations Edgar inspires suggest a complexity of character that goes
beyond mere “function” or plot device.8 He possesses a consistency
of character that is revealed to us slowly, in bits and pieces; and it
is precisely through his many roles and disguises that we come to
know him and to understand how his many parts are inextricably
tied to the play’s themes of division, identity and preservation. I
believe his constantly evolving motives do not reflect a superficial
character, but rather stem from other characters in the play imposing
their own desires upon him as they react to his use of illusion.
At the outset, however, Edgar does not seek to influence the
characters he does. In fact, he takes on his role as Poor Tom with the
intention of hiding until the situation with his father cools, hence
the disguise of a beggar in the isolation of the hovel. Unlike Kent,
who poses as a servant so that he might “serve where [he] dost stand
6 An Essay on King Lear (London: Cambridge UP, 1974), 121, 87.
7 “Banquo and Edgar,” Essays in Criticism 7 (1957): 9.
8 For additional examples of the differing views of Edgar, many of which deal with
the moral nature of his character, see: A. C. Bradley’s “Lecture VII-VIII: King Lear,” in
Shakespearean Tragedy: Lectures on Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth (1904; repr.,
London: Penguin, 1991), 225-304 and Janet Adelman’s introduction to Twentieth Century
Interpretations of King Lear: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Janet Adelman (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1978), 1-21. Both question the benevolence of a son capable of prolonging his father’s suffering through his refusal to reveal himself until the end,
appearing more concerned with retribution than forgiveness, although Adelman believes
that we can see goodness in Edgar if we consider his character as both emblematic at times
and increasingly moving towards his true identity. In The Masks of King Lear, Marvin
Rosenberg suggests that perhaps Edgar takes his moralizing too far, noting his insistent
attacks on his father’s sexuality after his death (caused by the timing of Edgar’s revelation
of his identity) and the unrelenting attitude he displays towards Edmund for being born a
bastard (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972), 306-08. Stanley Cavell offers an
interesting discussion of the fine line drawn between the Christian and the Machiavellian
represented by Edgar and Edmund in his essay, “The Avoidance of Love: A Reading of
King Lear,” in Must We Mean What We Say? A Book of Essays (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1969), 267-353.
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condemn’d” (1.4.5), Edgar’s motivation is simply to “preserve [him]
self” (2.3.6). And despite his being doubly concealed below ground
and beneath the guise of a madman, he meets the king.
Although much of what Lear imagines as similar between
himself and Poor Tom is what he projects onto the beggar, he clearly
identifies with something in Edgar’s disguise. In fact, his first words
in the hovel are directed to Edgar: “Didst thou give all to thy daughters? And / art thou come to this?” (3.4.49-50). He vehemently
denies Kent’s interjection that “he hath no daughters, sir,” insisting
that “nothing could have subdu’d nature / To such a lowness but his
unkind daughters” (3.4.70-71). Such an unwarranted identification
between king and beggar shows Lear grasping blindly for meaning,
made more obvious as Gloucester reveals that he himself has more
in common with Lear than ever a Poor Tom of Bedlam might.
Why is it that Lear fails to recognize these obvious parallels
with Gloucester and instead identifies with Gloucester’s son? An
old father in a similar situation as the king, the Earl also has lost a
loyal child to rash judgment, and his villainous son has connived his
way to the family inheritance, just as the “unkind” daughters, Goneril and Regan, sycophantically gain a kingdom from theirs. When
Gloucester enters the hovel, he empathetically relates to the king:
Our flesh and blood, my lord, is grown so vild
That it doth hate what gets it . . . .
My duty cannot suffer
T’obey in all your daughters’ hard commands (3.4.144-146, 148-149).

Yet, here we do not see a glimmer of recognition awaken in Lear at
this news, or a hint of his identifying with the Earl’s plight, despite
having just experienced his daughters’ heartlessness himself. Instead
he blatantly disregards these similarities in their circumstances and
gives his full attention to the “philosopher” and “learned Theban.”
There are two commonly agreed upon explanations for this
discordance in identification: 1) Because Lear himself is bordering
on insanity at this point in the play, it makes sense that he would
respond to the self-imposed madness of Edgar’s character as Poor
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Tom. 2) Lear views Tom as the epitome of “unaccommodated
man,” having come to the realization that despite one’s worldly
status, be it beggar or king, man “is no more but such a poor, bare,
fork’d / animal” (3.4.107-108). Clearly, his interest in the beggar
could come from his having just “expose[d] [him]self to feel what
wretches feel” (3.4.34).
Compelling as some find these explanations, Lear’s fixation
on Poor Tom, I think, suggests a decision to see not what he has
become, but instead what he can still hope to become. From the moment Lear sees Poor Tom he is fascinated by him and looks to him
for assurance, attempting to redefine himself through the “poor naked wretches” that people his kingdom (3.4.28). This choice seems
reasonable for one who no longer knows where he stands in a world
with the natural order of things turned on its head. Having relinquished power over the two areas that had most defined who he is
– his family and his kingdom – Lear has nothing to support the man
he “hath been.” Unsure of his current status, he turns to others to
reaffirm his identity. Twice, he tries to regain a sense of being both
father and king through Poor Tom, first by making him “learned
justicer” in a trial to condemn his eldest daughters (and thereby acquit himself of his paternal guilt for unequally dividing the kingdom
amongst them), and secondly, by “entertain[ing him] for one of [his]
hundred” (3.6.21, 79).
While both of Lear’s attempts to confirm his former self are
unsuccessful, he remains transfixed by the beggar, seeing in Edgar’s
disguise what he desires to see. But it is not the image of a king
or a father that he glimpses. Instead, as C. L. Barber and Richard
P. Wheeler explain, “The play, in taking Lear into madness, takes
him back to the source of the self in earliest infancy, to a deeper,
more archaic level of being where self and world, child and parent,
interpenetrate.”9 Thus, he returns to a state prior to kingship or fatherhood. He looks to Poor Tom to lead him not only to the realm of
unaccommodated man, but also to that of pre-accommodated man
9 The Whole Journey: Shakespeare’s Power of Development (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1986), 291.
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– lying safe and secure beneath the layers of worldly superficiality,
beneath the “robes and furr’d gowns [that] hide all” (4.6.165). As
Shakespeare suggests, “Old fools are babes again” (1.2.19). Especially notable about this old fool, however, is the literalness with
which he performs his part. Tearing off his clothes in imitation of
Edgar’s costume and shouting, “Off, off, you lendings! Come, / unbutton here” (3.4.108-109), he exalts in the idea of stripping down
(with help) to the simple world of naked babes, unhampered by
clothes or responsibility. He is once again a child.
When considered in conjunction with the psychoanalytic
concepts of Jacques Lacan, Lear’s regressive behavior and his fascination with Poor Tom become both more intriguing and insightful. Applying Lacan’s concepts of the division of the I as distinct
from the primordial id, one can interpret Lear’s rejection of castle
walls as a retreat from the I, “symbolized in dreams by a fortress,
or stadium” that represent his identities as head of the kingdom and
family, to the “remote inner castle whose form . . . symbolizes the id
in a quite startling way.”10
From this beginning, it is possible to further understand
Lear’s engagement with Edgar if we consider it to be an acting out
of the Lacanian “mirror stage” of childhood development. To a
baby, yet untied to any sense of enduring identity, his perception
of the image in the mirror is unique in that he sees something other
than himself in his reflection. Because the child is accustomed to
feelings of awkwardness and disjointedness, he does not identify
his body with the fluid, coordinated, and coherent movements that
he observes coming from the figure in the mirror. Instead, all is perceived as exterior to the baby – the jerky kicks and jolted bounces,
the head nodding towards the reflection, and the hand that reaches
out to touch the “other” baby. Regardless of this misrecognition,
something draws the child to its own reflection. We see this happen in the common scenario of a mother holding her infant up to
the looking glass. Though both of their reflections can be seen, the
10 Jacques Lacan, Ecrits: A Selection, tr. Alan Sheridan (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 1977), 5.
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child’s attention will inevitably become fixed on the figure most like
itself, remaining oblivious to that of the mother. As Lacan explains
it, the baby perceives a cohesiveness, an Ideal in the reflection, that
fascinates him.11 Similarly, Lear, having regressed to a state unhampered by social bonds, sees his reflection in Poor Tom.
From a psychological standpoint, the mirror stage plays an
integral role in identity formation, for it is a baby’s passage through
this stage that prepares it for induction into the world as a distinct being. In other words, it is here that one’s “self” is born. In
many ways, this seems a likely place for Lear to return. Regressing towards a childlike dependence on his mother-daughters, he
“resum[es] the shape which [one might] think / [he] ha[d] cast off
for ever” (1.4.309). As the Fool plainly tells him, “thou mad’st / thy
daughters thy mothers . . . when thou gav’st them / the rod, and put’st
down thine own breeches” (1.4.172-174). But while Lear swaddles
himself in childlike narcissism, each of his daughters denies him
the pleasure of the unity of mother and child. Cordelia asserts that
she loves him “according to [her] bond, no more nor less” (1.1.93)
and the “professed bosoms” of Goneril and Regan demand that their
“child-changed father” respect their independence.12 Earlier seeking his daughters’ obedience and love as reassurance of his authority, now, or so the fool would have it, he must learn to obey them.
Far from the loving security he had envisioned in his daughters’
“kind nursery” (1.1.124), he finds himself rejected. Driven insane
by fragmentation and laden with a desire for a wholeness he once
knew, he turns to the powerful embrace of nature upon the heath
where he finally discerns a world beyond the boundary of self.
Yet prior to the scene in the hovel, as we know, Lear has
similarly vacillated between man and babe, clinging to the privileges reserved for a king and father while expecting to be treated
like a spoiled child. In the brief moment before his retreat to the
11 Lacan., 2.
12 In The Norton Shakespeare’s introduction to King Lear Stephen Greenblatt points out
the ambiguity of this phrase, defining “child-changed” as meaning “changed by his children” and/or “changed into a child” (New York: W. W. Norton, 1997), 2446-47.
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womb-like security of the hovel, we glimpse the true majesty of the
king for the first time in the play, in perhaps the only scene in which
Lear puts aside his own concerns and gives his full attention to others. Standing in the midst of the storm he reflects on his subjects
“that bide the pelting of this pitiless storm / [with] houseless heads
and unfed sides” (3.4.28-30) and exclaims:
O’ I have ta’en
Too little care of this! Take physic, pomp,
Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel,
That thou mayst shake the superflux to them,
And show the heavens more just (3.4.32-36).

At last, Lear begins to perceive a kingdom that exists beyond the
walls of his castle and realize his influence upon it as king. But
Lear’s identity is as constant as his eldest daughters’ love for him.
Stephen Greenblatt notes, “His moments of insight and those of all
the other characters in the play are radically unstable, like brilliant
flashes of lightning in a vast, dark landscape.”13 A moment after
Lear’s eloquent speech he appears mad as a kite, no longer exhibiting the lucidity of a good king but instead the absorbed self-interest
of a child as his world narrows from a kingdom to the small shelter
of the hovel. It is here he attempts to reaffirm his identity through
the disguised Edgar.
Herein lies the great irony of the mirror stage. That is, by
seeing one’s reflection in the mirror as something other than one’s
self – as a separate being – an individual’s sense of identity takes
shape. Although setting out in a “fictional direction” in which the
self is misrecognized, Lacan insists on the formative effects of this
phase of development in “establish[ing] a relation between the organism and its reality,” for it is against this reflected image that the
child will come to compare his socially constructed identity, and always find it lacking.14 As he explains, “The mirror stage is a drama
whose internal thrust is precipitated from insufficiency to anticipation – and which manufactures for the subject, caught up in the lure
13 Norton Shakespeare introduction, 2313.
14 Lacan, 4, 2.

Quidditas 33 (2012) 161

of spatial identification, the succession of phantasies that extends
from a fragmented body-image to a form of its totality.”15
Edgar serves as one such fantasy for Lear. Having been severed from the maternal presence of his daughters, Lear’s attraction
to Edgar suggests his desire to establish a link to a world of which
he is finally becoming aware. Like a child who sees his reflection
in “contrast with the turbulent movements that the subject feels are
animating him,” he exhibits the same excitement and fascination
with regard to the disguised Edgar.16 He becomes the child peering
into the mirror who delights in the form that he sees—a form with
the potential to open his eyes to a new reality and initiate an understanding of his place within it.
Paradoxically, it is Edgar’s lack that represents a wholeness,
or primordial Ideal. “Wouldst thou give ‘em all?” (3.4.64) Lear
asks this figure who “ow’st the worm no silk, the beast no hide,
the sheep no / wool, the cat no perfume” (3.4.104-105). However,
before he can fulfill the mirror stage and experience any formative
effects, Lear is whisked away from the hovel, leaving more crazed
than when he entered. As Edgar notes at the end of this scene: “how
light and portable my pain seems now / When that which makes me
bend makes the King bow” (3.6.108-109).
Interestingly, Poor Tom’s influence upon the king becomes
evident when the two meet again in the fields near Dover. King Lear
appears [mad, crowned with weeds and flowers], speaking with the
looser, less measured meter reflective of the current state of his mind
(4.6). Still obsessed with the injustice of his daughters’ actions,
Lear takes on the role of justicer that he had earlier assigned to Poor
Tom. However, while Edgar’s commandments—“Obey thy par-/
ents . . . commit not / with man’s sworn spouse” (3.4.80-82)—point
to the unforgiveable sins of Goneril and Regan who have denied
their father love and fight for the affections of Edmund, Lear absolves Gloucester of his lecherous sins:
15 Lacan, 4.
16 Lacan, 2.
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I pardon that man’s life. What was thy cause?
Adultery?
Thou shalt not die. Die for adultery? No,
The wren goes to’t, and the small gilded fly
Does lecher in my sight.
Let copulation thrive; for Gloucester’s bastard son
Was kinder to his father than my daughters
Got ‘tween the lawful sheets (4.6.109-116).

At the same time, he condemns the female gender:
Down from the waist they are Centaurs,
Though women all above;
But to the girdle do the gods inherit,
Beneath is all the fiends’: there’s hell, there’s darkness,
There is the sulphurous pit, burning, scalding,
Stench, consumption. Fie, fie, fie! Pah, pah! (4.6.124-129)

Such muddled logic begotten from a sense of alienation
within his own realm and expulsion from the female presence are a
far cry from the influence one might have hoped the “noble philosopher” to have had on Lear. Ultimately Lear fails to gain anything
substantial through his identification with Poor Tom or by retracing
the steps of the mirror stage. As the Fool suggests, it is too late for
a man of his age and experience to start over. He simply “shouldst
not have been old till [he] / hadst been wise” (1.5.44-45).
More to the point, perhaps, Lear’s unsuccessful passage
through the mirror stage results from his identification with a disguise. So the image that Lear sees in the mirror truly lacks substance. As a man reduced from king and father to a shattered vision
of himself peering into the veil of one who has exchanged his noble
and familial identity for a madman’s guise, he significantly identifies with “nothing.” In answer to the Fool’s question, “Can you
make no / use of nothing, nuncle?” he answers honestly, “Why, no,
boy, nothing can be made out of / nothing (1.4.130-133).
Yet throughout the play those who encounter Edgar attempt
to make something out of his disguises. With each role he invents,
he meets others whom he inadvertently helps to create their own
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deceptions. It is here that the tragic nature of Edgar’s character lies.
For despite the wretched plights of those with whom he comes into
contact, he invariably manages to make their situations worse, subtly intensifying the tragedy at every turn.
While Lear transforms this disguised Edgar into his “learned
justicer” and philosopher, Gloucester next recreates him to fit the
role he desires – a peasant guide who can lead him to his death. He
seeks an escape from this world of chaos where:
Love cools, friendship falls off, brothers divide: in cities, mutinies; in countries, discord; in palaces, treason; and the bond
crack’d ‘twixt son and father (1.2.106-109).

Unlike Lear’s metaphorical blindness to his daughters’ affections
and the state of his kingdom, Gloucester’s metaphorical blindness
becomes real at the hands of Lear’s offspring. Driven to despair, he
seeks a guide to lead him to the cliffs of Dover and recruits Edgar,
still disguised as Poor Tom. Though Gloucester cannot see him,
so earnestly does he believe Edgar to be a beggar that he requests
clothes for him and gives him his purse (unknowingly contributing
further to his disguise).
Different from his passive participation with Lear that fails
to cure the king of his derangement, here Edgar plays an active role
in attempting to restore his family and create a world where loyalty
and filial love hold greater power over deception. Ironically, he must
deceive his father (and perhaps himself) to believe that this natural
order of things can and will be restored. Though Gloucester had
earlier fallen for his son’s disguise in the hovel, this time Edgar cannot rely on his appearance to deceive his now blind father and must
be even more careful to manipulate the “lunatic bans,” nonsensical
rhymes, and “prayers” necessary to deceive his father as a means to
save him. But there are moments when he falters and lapses into the
language of the nobleman he is. Lear missed the flaws in Edgar’s
disguise, but Gloucester does not. He reveals his skepticism as the
pair nears “Dover:”
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Gloucester:
Edgar:		
Gloucester:
Edgar:
Gloucester:.
Edgar:
Gloucester:
Edgar:

When shall I come to th’ top of that same hill?
You do climb it now. Look how we labor.
Methinks the ground is even.
Horrible steep.
Hark, do you hear the sea?
No, truly.
Why then your other senses grow imperfect
By your eyes’ anguish.
So may it be indeed.
Methinks thy voice is alter’d, and thou speak’st
In better phrase and matter than thou didst.
Y’ are much deceiv’d (4.6.1-8).

And indeed, Gloucester is.
To preserve his father’s life, Edgar goes to great lengths to
construct the world that the old Earl seeks. Though once more he
insists, “Methinks y’ are better spoken” (4.6.9), Edgar is quick to
direct his father’s attention away from a dangerous line of inquiry
that may prematurely reveal his identity. All of a sudden they conveniently arrive at their destination: “Come on, sir, here’s the place;
stand still. / How fearful / And dizzy ‘tis to cast one’s eyes so low!”
(4.6.10-12). Edgar has no intention of allowing his father to commit
suicide. As he explains, “Why I do trifle thus with his despair / Is
done to cure it” (4.6.33). This intervention marks the first instance
of his donning a disguise with the intention of protecting a life other
than his own. So desperately does Gloucester wish for Edgar to take
him to the cliff’s point to resolve matters, he ignores even what a
blind man might sense and “jumps.” In so doing, the audience is to
assume he has become convinced that his guide is either a trustworthy soul who has truly led him to the cliffs of Dover, or perhaps one
who has taken him to the edge of a precipice that he clearly suspects
does not exist. The latter may account for how quickly his disappointment at finding himself “preserved” gives way to his resolve to
persevere as Gloucester promises, “Henceforth I’ll bear / Affliction
till it do cry out itself / ‘Enough, enough,’ and die” (4.6.75-77).
However, just as Edgar is unable to restore Lear’s sense of
identity, his efforts to preserve Gloucester’s life fail miserably. Edgar finally reveals himself once armed to challenge Edmund and restore the order that his father desires, where love and filial duty can
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overcome the “unnatural dealing[s]” Gloucester so despises (3.3.12). O fault indeed! Having “led [him], begg’d for him, sav’d him
from despair,” the revelation of his true identity to his father is what
kills his father:
His flaw’d heart
(Alack, too weak the conflict to support!)
‘Twixt two extremes of passion, joy and grief,
Burst smilingly. (5.3.192, 197-199)

Despite Edgar’s attempt to use his disguises more purposefully as
he tries to mend the divisions within his family, he is unable to save
his father a second time. Gloucester dies, happy, but potentially deceived, believing that the natural order of things will be restored as
Edgar leaves his father at the base of a tree – a stark contrast to the
“happy hollow of a tree” that provided Edgar his first shelter from
“the hunt” – to go challenge his brother.
This optimism, though bleak, grows throughout the play and
infects even Edgar himself as he begins to manipulate his disguises
more carefully to shape the course of events. Having discovered the
extent to which family matters have become embroiled with politics, he determines to protect both his family’s honor and save the
kingdom from his brother’s plotting. He appears to Edmund, who
reads in his disguise a formidable opponent. Unwilling to engage
in a duel with anyone of lower status but too proud to ask his challenger’s name, he glosses over formalities basing his reasoning on
Edgar’s deception:
In wisdom I should ask thy name,
But since thy outside looks so fair and warlike,
And that thy tongue some say of breeding breathes,
What safe and nicely I might well delay
By rule of knighthood, I disdain and spurn.
Back do I toss these treasons to thy head (5.3.143-148).

At the same time, Albany sees in Edgar the champion he desires. He could have challenged Edmund. He has as much reason,
if not more, to defend his marriage and the state. Yet repeatedly, he
has proven his powerlessness as a husband to stand up to Goneril. A
man of words rather than action, he verbally attacks his wife regarding her treachery, claiming that her womanhood protects her from
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his fury: “Howe’er thou art a fiend, / A woman’s shape doth shield
thee” (4.2.66-67). Likewise, he has proven an ineffectual duke who
has failed to protect the kingdom from those who plot against it.
Upon discovering Cornwall’s treatment of Gloucester, he vows, “to
revenge thine eyes” (4.2.96) though he defers action. In fact, it is
not until after Edgar has appeared to him and promised to engage
Edmund in a duel that Albany challenges Edmund for “his heinous,
manifest, and many treasons” (5.3.92), assured that Edgar will appear as the champion that he seeks. Both Edmund and Albany look
to Edgar to fulfill their desire to find themselves more worthy or heroic. But his illusion cannot maintain what does not exist in itself.
In truth, he deceives all who believe, quite possibly even
himself, that he can lead to a restoration of order in the kingdom. To
his credit, he denounces Edmund as: “a traitor; / False to thy gods,
thy brother, and thy father, / Conspirant ‘gainst this high illustrious
prince” (5.3.134-136). But his primary motivation comes not from
a desire to save the kingdom from Edmund’s tyranny but to avenge
his father’s death, as we know when he finally reveals himself as
“Edgar, and thy father’s son” (5.3.170). Although he vanquishes his
brother, as always he is unaware of the fullness of Edmund’s plots.
Their confrontation and Edgar’s revelation of his identity provide the
distraction that allows Edmund’s orders to be carried out. Despite
his final wish to do “some good,” Cordelia is hanged. Regardless of
Edgar’s noble intentions, hope gives way to grief once more.
Therefore, when Albany offers him a final role as king, the
audience feels uncertain how to react. The fact that Edgar is one
of the few to survive the catastrophic events of the drama would in
itself make his use of disguise seem a success. Though he initially
would have preferred to remain hidden until the affair with his father quelled, his motivation for taking on each new guise expands
from a desire for self-preservation to preservation of his family and
the state. He meets and influences the king, and indirectly, the state
of the kingdom. And though he grieves when he sees his parti-ey’d
father, almost unable to “daub it further,” he quickly resolves that he
must if he hopes to save him (4.1.52). What he fails to realize is the
chances of saving his father are as slim as those of helping the king
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or the kingdom. Lear leaves the hovel finding it even more impossible to restructure his sense of identity and regain his integrity after
having peered into the illusory mirror of Edgar’s disguise, and he
dies, flitting in and out of insanity. Like Gloucester, Edmund dies
as well, convinced his sins have led to his downfall, and that the
natural order of things must inevitably prevail. Ultimately, Edgar
saves only himself.
Responsible for his ineffectualness are his optimism and
naiveté, which prevent him from comprehending the extent of the
chaos in the kingdom that nonetheless surrounds him throughout the
play. It is this tragic flaw that contributes to his inability to set things
right. Other characters recognize the grim direction their world is
headed from the beginning. Kent warns Lear against the “hideous
rashness” of dividing the kingdom (1.1.151). And once done, Edmund predicts the consequences:
unnaturalness between the child and the parent, death, dearth,
dissolutions of ancientamities, divisions in state, menaces and
maledictions against king and nobles, needless diffidence, banishment of friends, dissipation of cohorts, nuptial breaches, and
I know not what. (1.2.144-149).

Even before Gloucester fully understands the portent of his
words, he exclaims, “We have seen the best of our time. Machina- /
tions, hollowness, treachery, and all ruinous disorders / follow us
disquietly to our graves” (1.2.112-114).
Curiously, however, Kent and Edgar, the two characters disguised for most of the play, are the ones to whom the kingship is
offered.17 Albany confers this new position upon them, expecting
17 Although there has been great debate as to the inheritor of the crown at the end of
King Lear, I find the Folio to be more in line with the rest of the play by assigning the
last speech to Edgar, thereby implying that he will be the next to rule rather than Albany.
Though some claim the kingship is Albany’s by marriage, as Marvin Rosenberg states,
“The final lines are clearly . . . Edgar’s. The argument that they might be Albany’s on the
grounds that he ranks the highest has just been undercut by his own refusal to accept that
rank.” The Masks of King Lear (Berkeley: University of California Pres, 1972), 322. Too,
it seems incongruous that after offering the crown to Kent and Edgar, Albany would allow
Kent to answer and not give Edgar an opportunity to respond. For further discussion on
this point, see Steven Urkowitz, Shakespeare’s Revision of King Lear (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1980).
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them to manipulate the role of king as well as they have their others, to “rule in this realm, and the gor’d state sustain” (5.3.321). In
keeping with the wisdom and loyalty of his character, Kent rejects
the crown, knowing that he is a poor candidate and expecting to
soon follow Lear to the grave. Edgar’s response is less clear; and
though the play concludes ambiguously, the audience is left with the
faintest trace of hope that stability will once again be restored by
Edgar, although the extent of this hope depends on one’s perception
of and confidence in Edgar.
In his support, Hugh Maclean sees him as “the wise and active pattern for men in a tough world.”18 Others point to Edgar’s
confrontation of Edmund as a clear demonstration of his growing
sense of responsibility as reflected in the improved status of each
disguise, from beggar to knight to king. Andrew Dillon sees his
“journey to maturity” leading to his being “seen as the one who has
learned how to govern both himself and, ultimately, the realm.”19
Similarly, Peck concludes that, “Through his trials Edgar attains
maturity and even gains a kind of authority,” and therefore is “the
most fit to rule.”20
Yet I would argue that the text in no way supports the view of
Edgar as a mature and able leader. At the conclusion of the play, he
is the same character as he began, lacking the authority and leadership needed to restore the kingdom. Edmund’s response, “the wheel
is come full circle, I am here” is more fitting than he knows, for
we do indeed (5.3.175). In many respects, we find ourselves back
where we started. Edgar and his supporters fail to learn from the
mistakes that cause Lear’s downfall, and the cycle of division begins anew with a king who has already proven his failure at anything
beyond self-preservation. When one takes into account his generation’s blindness to the lessons that should have been gleaned from
their predecessors’ mistakes in judgment, the future begins to look
18 “Disguise in King Lear: Kent and Edgar,” Shakespeare Quarterly 11 (1960): 54.
19 “Edgar’s Journey: Shame, Anger, and Maturity in King Lear,” North Dakota Quarterly
57 (1989): 82.
20 “Edgar’s Pilgrimage: High Comedy in King Lear,” Studies in English Literature 7
(1967): 234.
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even darker than the past. While Edgar may be the best of those left
to rule, this factor in itself epitomizes the tragic in King Lear. And
his final speech, “we that are young / Shall never see so much, nor
live so long” (5.3.326-327), becomes the more foreboding when we
recall that he has already forgotten the lesson we thought he had
learned earlier, “And worse I may be yet: the worst / is not / So long
as we can say, “This is the worst” (4.1.27).
The greatest deception of the play, however, lies in the impossibility of creating a kingdom out of illusion and deception, that
devising an identity for Lear, an imaginary terrain for Gloucester
at Dover, a formidable challenger for Edmund and a champion and
king for Albany will not construct the future stability of the kingdom. Philip Armstrong supports this notion, explaining that it is not
uncommon in theater that:
on a platform stage devoid of background scenery, the language of the
characters must create what the audience are to imagine around them.
But in this play, the audience are made aware—through his own asides,
and through Gloucester’s inability to hear the sea or feel the slope—that
Edgar’s ‘landscape’ is nothing but a discursive illusion.21

Thus, Edgar’s greatest power seems to reside in his ability to
lead some to believe that he is capable of successfully wielding the
power of king. But to see a hopeful resolution in Edgar’s possible
ascendancy to the throne is to be deceived. Whether Edgar clothes
himself in the poor rags of a beggar, the armor of a knight, or the
robes and furr’d gowns of royalty, one must remember that beneath
it all Edgar tells us with all honesty, “In nothing am I chang’d / But
in my garments” (4.6.8). A master at disguise, Edgar is expected to
construct a new kingdom from nothing, while all he has to offer is
the creative power of illusion.

21 “Uncanny Spectacles: Psychoanalysis and the Texts of King Lear,” Textual Practice
8, no. 3 (1994): 429.
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